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Reflections on talk about natural disasters by... 
Introduction
In late 2010 and early 2011, the state of 
Queensland, Australia, experienced both 
extensive floods and a severe tropical cyclone. 
Following these natural disasters, early childhood 
services in affected areas faced significant 
evidence of stress in children, families, and 
educators. Not only children, but also families 
and educators, evidenced post-traumatic stress 
that ideally required external professional 
support, yet support resources could attend 
only to urgent cases. Therefore, early childhood 
services required a carefully planned response 
to ensure that wellbeing and resilience were 
encouraged. Facilitated professional discussions 
were provided to support services within the 
first months following these disasters. These 
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ABSTRACT: Facilitated discussion with early childhood staff working with children 
and families affected by natural disasters in Queensland, Australia, raises issues 
regarding educational communication in emergencies. This paper reports on these 
discussions as ‘reflections on talk’. It examines discrepancies between the literature 
and staff talk, gaps in the literature, and the inaccessible style of some literature-
demanded collaborative debate and information re-interpretation. Reframing of 
the discourse style was used to support staff de-briefing, mutual encouragement, 
and sharing of insights on promoting resilience in children and families. Formal 
investigation is required regarding effective emergency-situation talk between staff, 
as well as with children and families.
Reflections on talk about 
natural disasters by early 
childhood educators and 
directors 
Anne Petriwskyj
88
Australian Journal of Communication • Vol 40 (1) 2013
included a series of synchronous two-hour online discussions with 
groups of five to 10 educators (total of 40) across the affected areas 
of the state and a two-hour face-to-face group discussion with 20 
early childhood service directors. These discussions indicated aspects 
of professional communication pertinent to the realities of disaster 
situations.
In the context of a rapid emergency response, the establishment 
of formal research processes was not feasible. Instead, this paper 
documents reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (Schon, 2010) 
by the facilitator, who is an early childhood professional with 
experience in natural disasters, early childhood intervention, and 
facilitated discussion. Reflection-in-action involves a seamless process 
of ongoing analysis and adjustment in an immediate situation, while 
reflection-on-action involves subsequent analysis. Themes were derived 
through an iterative process of emergent coding from field notes 
taken to refine the facilitation both within and after each discussion. 
These reflections cover three emergent themes: discrepancies between 
the extant literature and reported reality, reframing professional talk 
to shift thinking and action, and unresolved matters related to the 
broader context of early childhood services in natural disaster recovery 
situations. 
The paper will commence with talk about children, and progress 
to families, communities, and staff in early childhood services. The 
term ‘educator’ will be used for staff working directly with children 
in early childhood services outside of schools (e.g., long day care, 
early learning centres, school age care, family day care) as this is the 
established Australian term in these contexts.
Working with children
The natural disasters that were part of young children’s lived experience 
in 2011 in Queensland (i.e., floods and a cyclone) and their subsequent 
vicarious experience (e.g., through media reports of floods, earthquakes, 
cyclones, and a tsunami) represented traumatic situations for many 
children. Trauma arises from an event so frightening that it causes 
a prolonged reaction that alters the brain state, causing reactions 
in behaviour that are difficult to control voluntarily (Kinchin, 2012). 
Children’s responses depend on the age of the child and the severity 
of impact on the individual related to their own temperament and the 
circumstances of the events. However, reflection-on action indicated 
that there were discrepancies between the responses in reality and the 
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responses outlined in the educational literature for early childhood. 
These discrepancies were identified through comparison between 
common literature content and impacts revealed in talk, coded by 
emphasis and frequency.
Discrepancies between the literature and reality
The education literature indicated that children respond to traumatic 
situations in three ways: internalising behaviours such as withdrawal, 
externalising behaviours such as aggression, and relationships 
difficulties (Greenman, 2005; Victorian Department of Human Services, 
2010; Zubekno & Capozzoli, 2002). Babies and toddlers may show 
changed attachment, extreme anxiety about separation or changes, 
or express distress readily (e.g., being tearful, listless, irritable) (Rice 
& Groves, 2005). Preschoolers may be fearful of weather events, lose 
self-regulation, stammer, regress into toilet accidents, withdraw, or 
show disorganised thinking (Greenman, 2005). School-aged children 
may engage in nail-biting, poor concentration, lack of motivation, or 
depressive behaviours including threats of self-harm (Kinchin, 2012; 
Zubekno & Capozzoli, 2002).
Internalising behaviours among very young children and school-
age children, together with limited self-regulation in preschoolers, 
were identified as responses common to both this literature and the 
discussions. Both identified altered attachment in babies, and poor 
concentration and lack of motivation in older children. However, 
educators’ talk consistently emphasised externalising behaviours, 
relationship disruption, and mood changes. There was little talk about 
disruption to speech or toileting or of self-harm threats. Displays 
of physical aggression and fear of weather events (e.g., rain, wind, 
dark clouds or the smells and sounds associated with approaching 
storms) emerged as the prime areas of concern in preschool children. 
Aggression may have arisen from children’s own adverse reactions, 
from a reduction in self-regulation, or from involvement in heightened 
levels of family violence following natural disasters. 
Individual child resilience and the level of family impact (e.g., loss 
of the family home, Christmas gifts, or pets) were linked with the 
severity of trauma in both the literature and the discussions. However, 
in discussions, the impact was associated more frequently with the 
drama of the event (e.g., being airlifted in the dark during a storm), the 
emotional climate in the family, and existing disabilities such as autism 
spectrum disorder. Furthermore, there was apparent renewal of trauma 
arising from children viewing repeated sensationalist media coverage 
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(e.g., tsunami in Japan; earthquakes in New Zealand; floods, cyclones, 
and fires in Australia). This issue is discussed later in the paper.
Reframing talk towards security and resilience
In the context of a natural disaster aftermath, reframing of educators’ 
talk about children’s trauma was aimed at balancing opportunities for 
the expression of personal concern or distress with intentional limiting 
of the escalation of emotion. Reframing is a strategy used to create 
desirable change through redefining a negative expression of emotion 
or relabelling an event in order to change the meaning of that negative 
experience (Scannella & McCarthy, 2009). Words shape beliefs, so 
changing the perceptual frame of an experience can assist children 
and adults to be more resourceful and have more sense of agency in 
how they react an event. In the discussions, expression of concern was 
encouraged through open questions and active listening. The deeper 
meanings of participants’ expressed perspectives were considered 
rapidly by the facilitator prior to responding, using Schon’s (2010) 
processes of reflection–in-action. Alternative perspectives and strategies 
were then introduced through reference to material from the literature, 
use of selected positive reframing language (e.g., resilience, wellbeing, 
infant self-soothing), sharing of professional positive insights through 
dialogue, and links to the early childhood learning frameworks (e.g., 
Framework for School Age Care and Early Years Learning Framework). 
The familiar language of the learning frameworks provided a shared 
platform for reconsidering concerns as potential learning opportunities 
for children, and redirected thinking towards action strategies framed 
as intentional teaching.
Facilitated discussion draws on not only presenter knowledge and the 
extant literature, but also the wisdom of participants. Since educators 
were experienced in building security and trust, talk commenced 
with this topic to encourage the expression of positive ideas and 
development of self-confidence. Strategies for rebuilding children’s 
security included establishing a warm emotional atmosphere with 
consistent limits, setting up quiet enclosed and comfortable spaces for 
individual or small group time with adults, and ensuring that familiar 
routine patterns (e.g., rests and snacks) were maintained with more 
adults available at routine times. Stability in staffing to support secure 
relationships represented a challenge in long day care so whole-of-
service staffing schedules were reconsidered. The limited availability 
of literature on supporting infants and very young children presented 
challenges to educators who sought further educational material to 
extend their strategies. Since social referencing has a role in framing 
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an optimistic mood in very young children (Levine & Munsch, 2011), 
the importance of educators’ expression of positive disposition was 
considered in the discussion sessions. 
The limited relevance of some literature to the specific context 
and to recent strength-based perspectives on early childhood 
intervention meant that re-interpretation and reframing were required. 
Re-interpretation of psychology literature on trauma (Garrison & 
Sasser, 2009; Walsh, 2007) was required for practice-level discussion 
with educators. The educational literature on supporting preschool 
and school age children who have experienced trauma (Zubenko 
& Capozzoli, 2002) was re-interpreted for discussion about very 
young children. The literature on trauma support tended to focus on 
maximising children’s security and the normalisation of routines as 
a mechanism for enhancing a sense of trust and stability (Monahan, 
1998; Rice & Groves, 2005; Zubenko & Capozzoli, 2002). However, 
this emphasis does not take into account current thinking about the 
importance of developing children’s resilience in the face of challenges 
and change (Farrall & Arney, 2012; Goldman, 2005). 
 
Reframing of educators’ talk was directed at balancing initial attention 
to children’s security with redirection towards gradual establishment 
of resilience, in line with recent perspectives identified above. For 
example, talk was redirected towards the learning framework notion of 
the competent child, and ways to enhance children’s sense of agency in 
managing change. Reframing preceded the sharing of positive practical 
strategies suggested in the literature (Monahan, 1998; St Thomas & 
Johnson, 2007) and/or enacted in early childhood services. Examples 
were linked to their educational purpose as follows. Young children 
were involved in safety planning through drawing and presenting 
ideas orally for educators to scribe. Engaging children in making shared 
safety plans for the future assisted them to feel more empowered. 
Representing and naming feelings through emotions-stimulus pictures, 
art experiences, dramatic play, songs, and relevant storybooks provided 
a outlet for feelings and assisted children to explain their fears. The use 
of a small individual memory box containing personal treasures or a 
worries bag in which pictures of fears could be contained and set aside 
were identified as helpful tools that offered children a way to express 
and manage concerns in a tangible way. Encouraging children to help 
others who feel sad supported a sense of community linked with the 
learning framework outcome of connectedness.
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Surprisingly, few educators had considered the use of explicit scientific 
learning about earth and space sciences as a mechanism for easing 
children’s fears about disasters, although most had incorporated stories 
about weather events into the learning program. Enhancing children’s 
understanding of the scientific aspects of weather events through 
information technology sources (e.g., Internet sites, CDs, tablet apps) 
or children’s factual books offered children the opportunity to regain 
a sense of the relative stability and predictability of the natural world. 
The lack of suitable resources for young children on Australian tropical 
cyclones gave rise to production of centres’ own stories about the 
event in storybook or e-book form. Many books and websites about 
floods, storms, and fears (e.g., A terrible thing happened: The blue day 
book for kids; Rising waters; It’s stormy) were considered to be more 
suitable for older children, so centres adapted stories and factual books 
to render them more accessible to younger children.
Reframing talk about challenging behaviours 
Educators play a crucial role in interrupting children’s negative 
behaviour cycles through adoption of positive behaviour guidance 
strategies and modelling them for families (Talay-Ongan, 2004). 
Reframing children’s behavioural responses as a form of communication 
was valuable in assisting educators to develop positive guidance 
strategies that balanced respect for individual emotional reactions with 
maintenance of a calm, safe group atmosphere. Reframing involved 
redefining specific behaviour as non-verbal communication of specific 
child concerns then renaming behavioural responses in a more positive 
way (e.g., constant crying was renamed as a request for support with 
self-soothing). 
Guiding individual children who were exhibiting extreme behaviours, 
particularly aggression, and protecting other children from the 
resulting negative emotional atmosphere was a recurring theme of 
educators’ talk. Although active listening has been found to assist 
distressed children to express feelings in online and telephone 
counselling (Danby, Butler, & Emmison, 2009), this was rarely 
identified as a strategy for de-escalating post-disaster behaviours in 
these early childhood services. Very few children had been referred for 
external support services for challenging behaviours, as there was a 
marked scarcity of such services during this period when adult demand 
for psychological support was extremely high. Thus, planned and 
coordinated strategies for behaviour guidance formed a key segment 
of discussions.
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Planning for change in challenging behaviours was reframed as a 
process of action research, involving the modification of educators’ 
responses through a cycle of data documentation, analysis, and action 
planning. Documenting specific behaviour patterns (e.g., through 
behaviour event samples) and sharing observations with families 
assisted educators to identify trigger events for extreme behaviour, 
plan preventative strategies, and consider alternate ways to talk with 
stressed children. However, sharing with families demanded sensitive 
dialogue, as outlined in the next section. 
Supporting families and communities
Adult responses are important, as the impact of trauma on parents, 
other family members, friends, and other close members of the 
community may affect their emotional availability to children (Talay-
Ongan, 2004). The closeness of a local community, or a sector of a 
community (e.g., church group) and the availability of community 
support services in a particular location also emerged as differences in 
a sense of having access to assistance. Supportive communication is 
integral to the roles of early childhood staff (Talay-Ongan, 2004), so 
this formed a key component of discussion, particularly with directors.
Discrepancies regarding impact on families
In early intervention situations, the broader family situation, including 
parental stress or depression, needs to be taken into account as it 
impacts on children’s wellbeing (Talay-Ongan, 2004). The literature 
on natural disasters and families focused on psychological intervention 
that was not directly relevant to early childhood services (e.g., Garrison 
& Sasser, 2009; Walsh, 2007). Educators and directors talked mainly 
about concern for families whose difficulties were less obvious, and on 
the impact within families of on-going media coverage.
Family stress was compounded by loss of employment in a number 
of families whose workplaces had been destroyed by the natural 
disasters. Educators talked about families who had never used 
community support services before and felt ashamed at requiring 
assistance or indicated that other people may be worse off and so 
should be prioritised. In addition to this direct impact on families, 
educators talked about indirect impacts on parents who were in 
community support roles such as the police service, armed forces, 
and emergency services. These community agency personnel were 
undertaking physically and emotionally stressful roles such as retrieving 
the deceased, while trying to maintain a sense of calm for their own 
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children. The lack of information on strategies to support such families 
created stress for educators and directors. 
Educators and directors talked about the sensationalist style of 
ongoing media coverage of disasters as being problematic. In other 
disaster contexts, the style of media coverage has been identified as a 
matter of concern because of the potential contribution of unethical 
or ill-considered media reporting to harming rather than helping 
individuals and communities (Downman, 2006; Green & Maras, 
2002). Educators raised concerns regarding children’s re-traumatisation 
arising from exposure to repetitive sensationalised media talk about 
natural disasters, including not only the immediate local disasters but 
also later natural disasters in other areas of the world. Directors and 
educators noted that some adults were focused on media coverage 
through television and online sites to manage their own anxiety, and 
were often unaware of the presence of children during their viewing. 
Further research is required on the impact on children of both 
sensationalist media talk and on adult overuse of media coverage as a 
means of coming to terms with traumatic events.
Reframing talk towards family and community strength
Talk about families initially centred on provision of practical information 
resources and on sharing concerns about the responses of some 
families. Reframing of this talk regarding families was aimed at 
developing positive action strategies that would build community 
and family strength, and support families without being intrusive. 
Reframing was followed by practical strategy talk.
Leveraging existing community resources has been identified as a 
mechanism for supporting not only timely disaster responses but also 
enhancement of community resilience and wellness (Chandra, Acosti, & 
Stern, 2011). In the Queensland natural disaster situations, identifying 
local community capacity and assisting families to draw on their own 
strengths emerged as strategies that both strengthened bonds and 
enhanced a sense of adult competence in the face of adversity. In 
early childhood services, however, this process was dependent on the 
personal knowledge and skill of directors or educators. Thus provision 
of information on practical community and literature resources was 
more common, as it was a strategy that was accessible to a wider range 
of staff.
Practical resources that were identified as being of value included 
brief print materials such as the Australian Red Cross booklets on 
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natural disasters and emergencies. For some families, additional print 
resources specific to early childhood, such as information on assisting 
children experiencing loss and grief (e.g., Linke, 2008) were identified 
as being helpful. Those parents who preferred to engage in supporting 
their own children without intrusion by external agencies could also 
be alerted to online materials such as the Early Childhood Australia 
disaster resources; the UNICEF natural disasters kit; the Kids Matter 
network; the Zero to Three website; or the South Australian Child, 
Youth and Women’s Health grief and loss resources.
Provision of information regarding access to government and 
community services, such as social and psychological services, emerged 
as a common family support strategy. Mental health resources such as 
the Queensland Public Health Unit wellbeing resources were identified 
as valuable. Service directors noted the value of an information folder on 
external support organisations and individuals in their local community 
for immediate and future use. However, they noted that the lack of 
service coordination was problematic for families and that coordination 
centres such as a local community referral centre were particularly 
valuable in information sharing. These insights from educators and 
directors support the contention that a system perspective is required 
in traumatic events to ensure that effective coordinated assistance is 
delivered and that a range of psychosocial impacts are considered 
(Gibson & Campling, 2006). 
Talk with families required active listening that respected family privacy 
and demonstrated appreciation of some parents’ initial lack of energy 
for interventions (e.g., seeking specialist help for a child). It also 
involved negotiation of problems (e.g., failure to follow policies on 
child collection times) and initiation of more child-considered adult 
responses to behaviour. Some resources for families (e.g., Victorian 
Parenting Centre) assisted services to alert families to the negative 
impact on young children of repeated exposure to sensationalised 
media coverage of traumatic events. Educators raised concerns about 
the need for adults to move highly emotional discussions out of 
children’s hearing to minimise further child stress, as children were 
becoming re-traumatised by repeated exposure to expression of 
parental distress. 
Reframing educator talk with families about children
Reframing educators’ talk about children’s behaviours emerged as 
an important aspect of sensitive family support. The key features of 
skilled dialogue with families from varied cultural backgrounds—
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respect, reciprocity, and responsiveness (Barrera & Corso, 2002)—
may be adapted to enhance sensitivity in the timing and style 
of communication with families. While there was a sense among 
educators of the importance of sharing essential information with 
families, it was apparent on reflection that discretion was required in 
raising some child behavioural responses with highly stressed parents. 
One essential component was educators’ appreciation of parents’ 
emotional context before issues were raised, with the result that deep 
discussion was delayed in some cases. Selecting low-emotion ways of 
talking through concerns was a further strategy for working with highly 
stressed parents in a supportive manner. Taking the cultural context 
of each family into account was a consideration as families responded 
very differently, depending on their interpretation of behavioural issues. 
However, the realities of educators’ and directors’ own stress raised 
challenges in engaging consistently with sensitive communication with 
families. Staff factors will be addressed in the next section. 
Service-level and staff factors
The responses of staff within early childhood services to children and 
families were mediated by their own reactions to personal stress and 
by the supportiveness of the context in which they worked. Educators 
and directors were personally impacted by natural disasters in addition 
to experiencing anxiety regarding the families and children with whom 
they worked. 
Discrepancy in the focus on children versus a leadership perspective
The managerial and leadership aspects of early childhood service 
delivery represented a gap in the natural disaster literature, yet it impacts 
on effective provision of a coherent approach to children and families. 
In other areas of change management in early education, Stamopoulos 
(2012) noted the importance of considering not only pedagogical 
leadership focused on children but also sociological leadership focused 
on families and communities. The leadership required of the directors 
of services following natural disasters extended beyond pedagogical 
concerns for children into much broader aspects of family support, 
staff management, and community service coordination. 
Stress on educators and leaders
Anxiety about children and families was the staff stress factor most 
commonly talked about in discussion sessions. Many educators and 
service directors had worked closely with children and families in their 
local community across lengthy periods of time, and established close 
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working relationships. This general anxiety was compounded by deep 
concerns about some children’s extreme behavioural responses and 
the perceived lack of external support for these children’s psychological 
circumstance.
The impact on staff of personal loss and grief was a further consideration. 
Some staff had lost homes, pets, family members, or professional 
colleagues, making their personal recovery much more challenging. 
In this circumstance, it was unrealistic to expect constant availability 
for full-time work or consistent emotional availability for children 
and families. Consequently, early childhood service directors were 
confronted with unplanned staff changes, unusual levels of provision 
for staff wellbeing, and development of emergency strategies.
Reframing as service-level strategic planning 
Since most early childhood services were familiar with service support 
plans for inclusion of children with disabilities, this frame was adopted 
for disaster-response strategic planning at a whole service level. A 
service support plan contains both strategies for staff capacity building 
and support, and service-level policy and procedure strategies. 
Staff capacity building and support was reinterpreted in this context 
as building educator wellbeing and resilience, as well an extending 
understanding of effective strategies for working with children and 
families. Educators and directors reported the successful use of physical 
stress-release and team-building activities such as Zumba, yoga, and 
golf as part of their strategy to rebuild staff wellbeing and resilience. 
Strategies were also developed for work release if an educator required 
time-out during the children’s program because of their own anxiety 
or depression following personal disaster experiences. 
Service-level policy and procedure strategies include modifications 
to service policies related to fee management (e.g., lengthened 
periods for fee payment when families lost employment after a 
disaster) and procedures around shared management of extreme 
child behaviours or critical incidents involving stressed families (e.g., 
procedure for abusive conduct). Procedures also related to extending 
professional collaboration so that educators and directors, as well as 
families, experienced an enhanced sense of a supportive community 
environment. Service directors identified networking with other 
professional and community agencies in the local area (e.g., Lifeline, 
health department, social work agencies) as a crucial aspect of their 
planning, as this assisted them to identify suitable government and 
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community agencies for both families and educators requiring support 
services. 
Unresolved matters
Subsequent reflection-on-action (Schon, 2010) highlighted several 
matters that remained unresolved and indicated directions for policy 
action and future research. The most notable were difficulties with 
service coordination, the knowledge base of educators, and the role of 
talk in professional learning. 
Professional leadership, coordination, and collaboration
Improved coordination of service delivery to families and communities 
following natural disasters represented an area of service-level or 
management concern that demanded strong leadership and the 
capacity to undertake collaboration with community services. The 
identified gap in support service availability for young children 
exhibiting extreme behavioural responses indicates an area for future 
disaster planning at a community level. Two identified gaps in support 
service delivery for families—the lack of support coordination and 
the invisibility of families who did not demand assistance—illustrate 
further areas for future disaster planning. While professional leadership 
within early childhood services caters for some child, family, and staff 
concerns, the necessity for broader support provision for educators and 
directors requires further investigation. 
Discourse and professional learning 
Reflection indicated that professional learning facilitation hinged on 
responsive strategies for guiding talk. Professional discussion to support 
educators and directors included not only the information shared but 
also the style of talk framing interactions, as a safe emotional climate 
was essential. Educators and directors in the discussion sessions 
de-briefed and offered mutual encouragement as well as sharing 
insights on identification of concerns and practical strategies for 
support. Structured processes such as Professional Conversation or 
World Café (Tan & Brown, 2005) may be appropriate.
Professional learning could incorporate practice in modifying discourse 
styles and adapting strategies such as skilled dialogue (Barrera & 
Corso, 2002) to enhance communication with stressed families 
following natural disasters. Talk about children and families focused 
initially on vulnerability, and considerable re-framing was required 
to direct talk towards resilience. Facilitating balance in talk between 
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demonstrating respect for educators’ perspectives on vulnerability and 
encouraging future-directed consideration of resilience proved to be 
a major challenge. Identifying strategies to establish balance requires 
investigation. 
Research and staff education
Reporting reflections on talk with educators and directors demonstrates 
respect for the understandings of those working directly with 
children, families, and communities following disasters. However, 
the development of comprehensive strategies for the future will 
depend on confirming and supplementing this anecdotal information 
with more formal research evidence. Two areas for future research 
emerged: strategies for supporting families, staff, and young children 
following disasters; and ways to talk about disasters such that the 
dual goals of security and resilience for children are met. Current 
psychological evidence such as that on the role of cognitive behaviour 
therapy in assisting children who have experienced trauma (Cobham 
& McDermott, 2012) needs to be reinterpreted in terms of support 
strategies within early childhood services. A formal research evidence 
base would also assist in the provision of a targeted strategy for 
professional education, including both in-service learning for current 
educators and directors, and pre-service education of future staff.
Conclusion
Reflections on talk with educators and directors highlighted the 
importance of thoughtful and responsive communication strategies in 
the aftermath of natural disasters. These included facilitation strategies 
for professional discussion, reframing talk to guide perceptions and 
practices, sensitive dialogue with families, and information sharing that 
considers the broader context of early childhood service delivery. This 
paper also indicates that further research is required on fine-tuning 
communication for disaster recovery contexts.
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